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El Salvador is embroiled in controversy regarding how to protect the environment, which almost
everyone agrees is in a state of advanced decay. Various laws to protect the environment and
vital natural resources are under discussion in the Legislative Assembly, and President Armando
Calderon Sol appears to back the effort. At an Earth Day forum in April, President Calderon said
that contamination is increasing rapidly and could go on increasing "in unimaginable proportions"
in El Salvador.
Nevertheless, environmental legislation has met with stiff opposition and some critics of
government free-market economic policy doubt that there is the political will to prevent further
irreversible ecological damage. El Salvador is one of the most environmentally degraded countries
in Latin America. Little of its original forest cover remains, 80% of its soil is highly eroded, and 90%
of its rivers and lakes are contaminated some have even been declared "dead." What remains of the
forests has a precarious future unless there is massive and timely government intervention.
According to an analysis by the Universidad Centroamericana's publication Proceso, 4,500
hectares of woodland disappear each year as the result of urbanization, logging, and inappropriate
agricultural technology. On the other hand, reforestation is proceeding at only 560 ha per year,
which means that complete deforestation is possible within eight years. By 2020, the aquifers
will also be exhausted, says the analysis. According to the Salvadoran Center for Appropriate
Technology (Centro Salvadoreno de Tecnologica Apropiada, CESTA), the civil war of the 1980s
greatly accelerated environmental destruction. A CESTA study says that the scorched-earth
tactics used by the military against guerrilla forces during the war rendered many areas unfit
for agriculture. In the areas most affected by the war, 60% of the vegetation is still in damaged
condition.
As for urban contamination, San Salvador is considered one of the most contaminated cities in
Central America, and in the Latin American region as a whole (see NotiCen, 08/08/96). Carbon
monoxide concentrations in the city, for instance, run as high as 100 parts per million, whereas
the World Health Organization (WHO) considers anything above nine parts per million a health
hazard. Respiratory illness aggravated by these conditions is the leading cause of death in children
under five years. The environmental organization Swiss Technical Development and Cooperation
Fund estimates that El Salvador looses US$100 million annually from medical costs and reduced
productivity caused by illnesses related to air contamination.
While environmental conditions worsen, the Assembly has yet to pass legislation that would set an
effective national environmental policy backed by workable enforcement mechanisms. The current
fine for illegal logging, for example, is only US$57, according to one official of the Forest Service,
hardly an effective deterrent. And, even when the fine is significant, legal loopholes undermine
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laws. The fine for contaminating water sources, for instance, is US$11,000, but a recent 1,000-barrel
oil spill resulted in no punishment at all because the company involved secured a writ of protection
against prosecution (amparo) from the Supreme Court of Justice. A comprehensive environmental
protection and public health law has been under consideration since 1993 and has passed through
an elaborate process of national discussion. The process of carrying out the necessary research
and holding 23 consultations with interest groups has been supported with a US$20 million grant
from the Agency for International Development (AID) and by US$8 million in Salvadoran matching
funds. Despite this effort at consensus-building, progress toward passage has been slowed by
environmentalists asking for numerous changes to strengthen the bill and from the opposition
of private-sector interests such as the construction industry chamber (Camara Salvadorena de la
Construccion).
The Salvadoran Foundation for Economic and Social Development (Fundacion Salvadorena para
el Desarrollo Economico y Social, FUSADES), which advises the administration on economic
policy, reviewed the proposal in August and recommended the it be scrapped in favor of one
based on the Panamanian environmental law. When asked to review the bill, the president made
recommendations that would further delay passage without improving the substance of the law. The
principal objection to the bill is a concern that environmental-protection laws might hurt economic
development and wreck plans for global competition. Industries that pollute, for example, would
have to invest heavily in filters, scrubbers, and other devices to meet environmental standards, and
that, in turn, could lower economic growth and send investment capital elsewhere, say the bill's
opponents.
Among the contested points in the bill is a requirement that all new businesses submit a statement
to the government on the environmental impact of their operations and that all established
businesses do so within five years of the law's passage. The bill would also set up special
environmental courts to hear cases involving infractions of the law, and heavy penalties including
jail terms are being considered. Environmental groups have pressed for a ministerial-level agency
with more independence to manage environmental policy, but instead, the current bill would give
that authority to an existing intraministerial agency, the Executive Secretariat of Environment
(Secretaria Ejecutiva del Medio Ambiente, SEMA).
SEMA includes representatives from the Ministries of Foreign Relations, Public Works, Economy,
and Agriculture and Livestock. The absence of effective laws protecting flora and fauna has
environmentalists worried that parks and forest reserves will be completely decimated by
developers, hunters, and loggers. At present, there are 125 areas identified as nature preserves and
incorporated into the national system of protected areas (Sistema Salvadoreno de Areas Protegidas,
SISAP). A project begun in 1987 by the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock (MAG) to develop a
centralized plan for managing the system remains unfinished and only four of the 125 have legal
protection. The remainder are merely identified as protected but have no supporting legislation.
Compounding the legal problems, the national government has title to only 11 of the 125 areas.
To remedy the situation, MAG plans to ask the Assembly for a protected-areas law before the end
of the year. The proposed legislation would physically delimit these areas, spell out plans for their
management, and transfer them from control of the agrarian institute (Instituto Salvadoreno de
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 5

LADB Article Id: 55475
ISSN: 1089-1560

Transformacion Agraria, ISTA) to MAG's department of natural resources (Direccion General de
Recursos Naturales, DGRN). All this would be costly, and it is not certain that the government is
willing to undertake it. MAG has seen its budget steadily cut in recent years and received only US
$1.9 million this year for all services provided by the DGRN, and most of that goes to salaries.
The National Park Services estimates that the cost of establishing just 24 of the 125 identified areas
would be US$6.9 million and that, once established, the entire protected-areas system would require
US$21 million per year to maintain. Another critical concern is the growing shortage of potable
water. With only 12% of the country covered by woodlands, deforestation has been singled out as
one of the principal causes of the depletion of the country's aquifers, which, in turn, has led to a
chronic water shortage. Environmental studies indicate that the country faces a shortage of potable
water so severe that it could affect as much as 40% of the population by the year 2005. Already, there
have been serious protests by communities with insufficient water supplies and protests over the
sharing of water with neighboring towns.
In San Ramon, department of Cuscatlan, anti-riot police recently dispersed a crowd of protesters
angry that the water authority (Administracion de Acueductos y Alcantarillados, ANDA) was
supplying four nearby towns with water from San Ramon wells. As in other debates on resource
management, proposed legislation on water use has stirred controversy. A water-use bill is expected
to reach the Assembly later this year, but some of its provisions have raised old issues of private
versus public control of resources. The proposal would set up a water board (Consejo Nacional
del Recurso Agua, CONRA) to execute water policy, which is now in the hands of ANDA. CONRA
would assign water-use rights to special agencies (Agencias Ejecutoras Especializadas, AEE),
which, in turn, would provide water for various uses, such as irrigation, industry, or for human
consumption.
While CONRA and the AEEs would be government agencies, they would be permitted to grant
concessions to the private sector for the sale of both potable water and water for hydroelectricpower generation. The prospect of privatized potable water provoked opposition from congressional
deputies of the leftist Frente Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN) and from many
environmental organizations. "The law would turn a government function into a juicy business
deal for private enterprise," said FMLN Deputy David Pereira. "As for a provision in the law that
the Ministry of Economy would set user rates, the tendency is to free up prices, and I don't doubt
that the prices are going to move upward beyond the reach of the population." Meanwhile, as the
water bill moves slowly toward legislative debate, there is nothing in the current law to regulate the
quality of water in the 100 urban housing developments in which the builders were authorized to
supply potable water. In one instance, press reports indicated that the Ciudad Futura section of the
capital was receiving water contaminated by fecal matter exceeding permissible levels by 109%.
It is unclear whether the proposed water law would correct this and similar situations as the
builders have an agreement with the government that dates back to the 1970s. Carlos Perla, head
of ANDA, said that the problem was an inherited one and that, in any case, he preferred "to look to
the future and not to the past." Another serious problem under scrutiny is wildlife protection (see
NotiCen, 06/06/96). The limited area of parks and nature preserves has severely reduced the amount
of suitable wildlife habitats. Of the 773 species known to exist in El Salvador, some 90 are considered
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in danger of extinction and a further 199 are listed as threatened. Park police say that hunting of
endangered animals such as deer is on the increase in many areas designated as protected.
In all of El Salvador, there are only 40 park police to enforce existing restrictions. In August, the
Assembly passed a five-year ban on hunting. The ban includes all species including those not in
danger of extinction. Following complaints by hunting and fishing clubs, the ban was eased to
permit limited hunting of three types of migratory birds. Under the ban, the PNC would take the
lead in enforcement. Meanwhile, the insoluble problem of waste disposal has put the capital city in
the position of choosing between landfills, with their toxic runoff, or incineration, with the hazard of
toxic-gas leakage into the atmosphere.
In San Salvador, which generates 1,500 tons of garbage daily, the mayor has decided to burn the
refuse. The nongovernmental ecological organization Unidad Ecologica Salvadorena (UNES)
opposes the plan. UNES official Mauricio Sermeno said the technology proposed was harmful to
the environment and called the plan a "threat to public health." Among the substances that will be
burned is dioxin, a highly carcinogenic chemical. Furthermore, burning the garbage will produce
one ton of ash for every three tons of garbage. The ash, which would contain harmful substances
such as lead and cadmium, would have to be buried in a safe manner at a cost not yet calculated.
Incineration, therefore would not eliminate the accumulation of untainted refuse nor necessarily
be economically advantageous. As an alternative to burning, UNES favors a recycling program and
reduction in the use of nonrenewable and toxic substances.
Meanwhile, the single landfill servicing the capital is full and costly to maintain. The Canadian
firm Continental Waste Conversion has contracted to build a US$60 million incinerator and
electric- generation plant using up to 1,800 tons of solid waste per day to generate 25 megawatts of
electricity. The company would sell the electric power to the city's public light company (Compania
de Alumbrado Electrico de San Salvador, CAESS). Mayor Mario Valiente defended the plan,
saying that the emissions would be no more than those caused by just 14 automobiles and that the
technology is used in other countries without harmful effects. A technician with the Canadian firm
said that all toxins in the garbage would be rendered harmless by high-temperature incineration
and that the number of particles released into the atmosphere would be negligible.
El Salvador has no environmental law that would block construction of the incinerator, which is
scheduled to go into operation in early 1998. Even if the Assembly passes all the environmental
legislation now under consideration, UNES warns that the environment will not be protected
without a national program of ecological education. Moreover, it is not clear that environmental
degradation is correctable through legislative means as long as rural poverty and improper use of
the land and resources leads to soil erosion, deforestation, and other forms of environmental abuse.
Jose Luis Trigueros, a columnist for the newspaper La Prensa Grafica, wrote that the roots of the
ecological crisis are overpopulation and poverty. Nor does the government's general economic
strategy come to grips with environmental problems. UNES noted recently that President Armando
Calderon Sol's proposals in June to reactivate the economy failed to mention the environment.
[Sources: Notimex, 06/08/96; Proceso (El Salvador), 06/19/96; Inter Press Service, 07/21/96; La Prensa
Grafica, 04/23/96, 08/08/96, 08/09/96, 08/10/96, 08/22/96, 08/23/96, 08/24/96, 08/26/96, 08/28/96,
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 4 of 5

LADB Article Id: 55475
ISSN: 1089-1560

08/29/96, 08/30/96, 09/14/96; El Diario de Hoy, 04/18/96, 07/25/96, 08/01/96, 08/13/96, 08/14/96,
08/23/96, 08/24/96, 08/26/96, 08/31/96, 09/18/96; Agence France-Presse, 05/23/96, 05/27/96, 05/29/96,
06/24/96, 08/12/96, 08/25/96, 09/26/96]
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